University of Arkansas, Fayetteville

ScholarWorks@UARK
Graduate Theses and Dissertations
7-2021

Rethinking Immigration Justice: Mexican community activism
while serving migrants in transit.
Angélica Villagrana
University of Arkansas, Fayetteville

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.uark.edu/etd
Part of the Chicana/o Studies Commons, Human Ecology Commons, Immigration Law Commons,
Migration Studies Commons, Politics and Social Change Commons, Race and Ethnicity Commons, Social
Control, Law, Crime, and Deviance Commons, and the Social Psychology Commons

Citation
Villagrana, A. (2021). Rethinking Immigration Justice: Mexican community activism while serving
migrants in transit.. Graduate Theses and Dissertations Retrieved from https://scholarworks.uark.edu/
etd/4149

This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by ScholarWorks@UARK. It has been accepted for inclusion
in Graduate Theses and Dissertations by an authorized administrator of ScholarWorks@UARK. For more
information, please contact scholar@uark.edu.

Rethinking Immigration Justice: Mexican community activism while serving migrants in transit.
A thesis submitted in partial fulfillment
of the requirements for the degree of
Master of Arts in Sociology
by
Angélica Villagrana
Universidad Iberoamericana Puebla
Bachelor in Law, 2014

July 2021
Univesity of Arkansas

This thesis is approved for recommendation to the Graduate Council.

_____________________________
Juan José Bustamante, PhD
Thesis Director

______________________________
Rocio Paez, PhD
Committee Member

______________________________
William Schwab, PhD
Committee Member

Abstract
This research study focuses on the externalization of migration control and its effects on staff
members of community organizations that serve Central American migrants in transit. While
literature on migration enforcement places emphasis on border control and internal removals,
research on new forms of migration enforcement has paid little attention to the extension of
border control beyond physical borders. This study employed an ethnographic approach to
address the overarching question of how community organizers have responded to the adoption
of US practices on extraterritorial migration control by the Mexican government while serving
migrants in transit. Data collected provide empirical evidence contextual to the realities of
members of shelters serving migrants along Mexican migrant routes. In specific, it portrayed the
importance of the spiritual support that the Catholic Church provides for migrants in their
journey across Mexican territory.
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Introduction
A growing body of interdisciplinary literature associated with the United States (US)
immigration enforcement models focuses on new trends of migration flows from the Northern
Triangle, a Central American region that includes Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador (CasasCortes, Cobarrubias, and Pickles 2015; Menjívar 2014). Following Menjívar (2014), early
literature debates over US immigration enforcement have focused on conventional border and
internal practices to control migration. The former model situates border control along policies
aimed at the transformation of the nature of crossing corridors and the intended effects of these
changes on migrants in-transit (Bustamante 2013; Faist 2019). Similarly, the latter model locates
the internalization of enforcement practices along the distressing effects of legal violence—i.e.,
removals of immigrants from local communities through collaborative agreements with local law
enforcement, e.g., 287g, and Secure Communities (Bustamante and Gamino 2018; Menjívar and
Abrego 2012).
However, in this relatively new context of unauthorized migration from the south of the
border, research on new forms of immigration control has paid limited attention to the ways the
US approaches preemptively enforcement through an externalization of border and migration
control model (Menjívar 2014). Previous studies associated with the European Union (EU)
experience on extraterritorial border control suggest that the purpose of controlling
undocumented movements require multilateral agreements (Casas-Cortes, Cobarrubias, and
Pickles 2014). As such, these agreements take place between the receiving countries (Global
North) and in-transit countries, usually located in the Global South (Faist 2019; Frelick, Kysel
and Podkul 2016; Stock, Üstübici, and Schultz 2019).
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Given the mass movement of women and children from Central America to the US since
2014, in the US-Mexico context, the study of the externalization of migration and border control
remains largely neglected (Olayo- Méndez 2017). While a new body of work pays attention to
the theoretical examination of extraterritorial US policies (Villagrana and Bustamante 2020),
empirical research contextual to the realities of the migrant experience is still limited
(Bustamante 2019; Olayo- Méndez 2017).
Responding to this literature void, this study examines how and to what extent the
externalization of US migration enforcement practices carried out by Mexican authorities affect
the ways community organizations serve migrants in transit from Central America. Drawing on
an ethnographic approach—i.e., virtual interviews, naturalistic observation, and photo
documentation— this research documented the professional experiences of nine staff members
of migrant shelters located in three different regions of Mexico: Central, Southeast and, North
(INEGI, 2016). Specifically in the Mexican states of Puebla, Tlaxcala, Hidalgo (Central),
Veracruz (Southeast), Coahuila, and Sinaloa (North). Between January and May 2021, this study
sought to address the overarching question of how community organizers have responded to the
adoption of US practices on extraterritorial migration control by the Mexican government while
serving migrants in transit.
Literature review
Models of Migration and Border Control
Literature on migration and border enforcement focuses on the effects of policies that preclude
population movement and prioritize territorial borders and sovereignty (Menjívar 2014; Schain
2014). The expansion of border control beyond the conventional geopolitical, physical
boundary—i.e., La Frontera—that separates national territories, however, has blurred the lines of
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controlling migratory movements along physical borders (Casas-Cortes et al. 2015; Menjívar
2014; Stock et al. 2019). Whereby there has been a discursive effort to cultivate fear in outsiders
to promote political agendas (Massey, Durand, and Pren 2016), migration control approaches
beyond the border have become an essential part of these political debates on subjects of
extraterritorial border control.
In this context of the internalization of immigration control, according to Richard and
Fischer (2008), the internalization of immigration enforcement not only create paths for
removals and deportation of millions but also function as a tool to control immigrant
populations. To accomplish its policy goals, rhetoric inside the US includes the criminalization
of immigrants (Colombo 2013; Inda 2006) and, particularly, the framing of undocumented
immigrants as potential criminals (Massey et al. 2016).
In this way, politicians, policymakers, and the public in general, continue to call for more
immigration enforcement as a response to the criminal threat that represents the world outside
the internal borders (Massey 2017). As a response to these demands, the US has instituted
programs like the 287g and Secure Communities, increasing the number of internal
apprehensions. The more apprehensions, the easier it is to prove an alien invasion and the easier
it is to justify the need for more enforcement resources (Massey et al. 2016). Thus, this framing
provides a rhetoric window to the anti-immigrant movement to use fear as a powerful tool for
political mobilizations along law-and-order discourses (Gardner 2008).
In contrast to the research conducted on border and interior migration control, we know
too little about the externalization approach. While in the US case there is limited evidence that
shows how this extraterritorial policy has been employed to seal the border with Mexico, retain
migratory flows inside the Mexican territory, and preclude population movements from Central
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America (Olayo-Méndez, Haymes and Vidal de Haymes, 2014), most research on externalization
has been conducted in the European context (Casas-Cortes et al. 2015; Stock 2019; Tyszler
2019; Üstübici and Icduygu 2018).
Externalization of the Immigration and Border control
The term externalization is widely used among policymakers, migration scholars, and the media
(Stock et al. 2019) to describe an extension of migration control. This extension is both spatially
and institutionally enforced beyond the receiving countries, commonly located in the Global
North into neighboring countries or states in the Global South. This externalization occurs
towards those countries that are traditionally considered “in-transit” countries (Faist 2019;
Frelick et al. 2016; Stock et al. 2019). Thus, externalization refers to a series of extraterritorial
agreements between in-transit countries (also known as third countries) and more powerful and
receiving countries, such as the United States and the countries in the European Union, to control
international migratory movements (Menjívar 2014).
According to Frelick et al. (2016), there is an array of practices, discourses, and policies
that encompass the externalization of migration and border control. These practices are not just
limited to state-state relations. They encompass the outsourcing of roles where airlines and
transportation companies in the third countries manage visa procedures, readmission agreements,
and border checks (Gammeltoft-Hansen 2011; Ryan and Mitsilegas 2010). Third countries also
support “migration management” by selecting and filtering the migrants that are adequate for
further mobility (Frelick et al. 2016). Moreover, these activities are no longer confined to
physical borders as they constitute a primary role in containing immigration since it acts from its
origin (Menjívar 2014).
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The construction of immigrant “illegality”, for instance, becomes a process that starts
before immigrants arrive at the physical border or port of entry (Menjívar 2014). This relatively
new boundary-making process contributes to the reproduction of asymmetrical relations between
countries since it implies a reinforcement of particular stereotypical perceptions about migrants
from the Global South (Faist 2018). This is remarkable particularly for people of color since they
receive a differentiated treatment (Menjívar 2014). This approach somehow reflects the
asymmetrical relationships between states, creating opportunities for some at the expense of
others (Faist 2018).
According to Bustamante (2019), the underlying purpose of the externalization of
migration and border control is to influence the socio-economic and political practices of the “intransit” countries to approach migration. As such, these third countries negotiate agreements with
receiving countries many times compelling them to get involved in the enforcement of
extraterritorial immigration to prevent migrants to go further from their southern borders
(Menjívar 2014). Due to the pressure, receiving countries exert on in-transit countries, the
intended effects of these agreements result in the removals and deportations of migrants while intransit through the interior of third countries (Menjívar 2014). As a result, the process of
externalization of immigration control lies in the ability of in-transit countries to prevent
migrants from reaching the borders of their final destination—the receiving country (Djajic and
Michael 2013).
To be clear, the externalization of immigration control has been significantly studied in
the European Union (EU). Since the European Council Summit of Tampere in 1999, research has
shown that neighboring areas have become “gates” that filter those who are not allowed to enter
the EU (Casas- Cortes et al. 2015). As of today, however, the borders of Turkey with Greece,
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Libya with Italy, and Morocco with Spain not only divide the two countries but separate the EU
from other regions such as Asia and Africa. Emblematic cases that illustrate how the
externalization of migration control precludes access to the EU are the Italian-Libyan
arrangements for the readmissions of “illegal aliens” in 2004/2005, the EU-Turkey readmission
agreement of 2013, and the EU-Turkey statement of 2016 (Üstübici and Içduygu 2018).
The intended and unintended consequences of the externalization of immigration
enforcement go far beyond migration management and are often overlooked in academic debates
of migration studies (Casas- Cortes et al. 2015). As mentioned above, prior research
(Shapendonk 2011) reflects little effort to examine the effects of externalization of migration
control practices beyond the domestic realm—i.e., the increased difficulties migrants experience
during their journey, the challenges they face while staying indefinitely in in-transit countries,
and the ways community organizations adapt to serve migrants while in-transit.
Given this understanding, a limited number of studies have looked at the US-MexicoCentral-America case as a relatively new research context (Olayo-Méndez 2017; Bustamante
2019). Since 2014, when irregular migration from Central America substantially expanded,
especially for children and women migrants coming from the Northern Triangle, human rights
abuses also increased while crossing-over Mexico. According to Olayo-Méndez (2017), these
extraterritorial policies implemented in Mexico have been restrictive and coercive. And Mexico,
as Bustamante (2019) points out, has acted as an agent of the US in terms of containing and
regulating Central American migration by promoting an extraterritorial enforcement agenda on
behalf of the US.
Back in 2008, one of the hallmark policies that illustrate this externalization is
represented by the Merida Initiative, which aimed to fight the organized crime structure. Under
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this bilateral agreement, Mexico received support from the US in form of inspection equipment,
and technology to capture data. Then, in 2014, the Mexican government devised the Plan
Frontera Sur (PFS) (English: Southern Border Plan) funded by the US government at USD 400
million (Olayo-Méndez 2017:26) to control migration flows at the Mexican southern border.
While the government marketed this plan as an initiative to provide security and protection to
migrants, social science research demonstrates that the PFS focused on stopping, detaining, and
deporting migrants (Castañeda 2016). In 2015, the detentions of Central American migrants
increased by 71 percent in comparison to previous years (Olayo-Méndez 2017) positioning
Mexico as the proxy enforcer of migration from Central America to North America (Bustamante
2019).
In the abstract, Mexican’s political discourse about migration has been framed with a
human rights approach, especially with the enactment of Ley de Migración in 2011, which
recognized the vulnerable situation of migrants in-transit (Bustamante 2019). Yet, in practice, the
enforcement of migration policies works oppositely (Olayo-Méndez 2017). A relatively new
ethnographic study conducted by Bustamante (2019) demonstrates that the Mexican government
has position itself as a collaborative agent where the INM (Instituto Nacional de Migración
/National Institute of Immigration) acts as the legal body to enforce de facto US migration law
by proxy in Mexican territory. Moreover, the INM emulates interdiction practices of US
immigration authorities by racially profiling in airport services and checkpoints along Mexican
highways.
Given this understanding, this study has placed emphasis on how civil, community
organizers of migrant shelters have responded to the adoption of the US extraterritorial migration
control policies by Mexican authorities. In specific, this paper paid attention to the experiences
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of community organizer workers as staff of migrants shelters while assisting and addressing the
human rights abuses migrants experience in transit through the Mexican states of Puebla,
Tlaxcala, Hidalgo, Veracruz, Coahuila, and Sinaloa.
Data, Methods, and Setting
Between January 2021 and May 2021, this ethnographic study collected data employing a
qualitative triangulation approach that included nine (9) virtual interviews, naturalistic
observation (Bailey 2018), and visual research (Bustamente 2019) in the Mexican states of
Puebla, Tlaxcala, Hidalgo, Veracruz, Coahuila, and Sinaloa. According to Berg (2009), the
importance of this triangulation approach is that each method can reveal slightly different facets
of the same reality and a more substantial picture of the study. It also assists researchers to
validate the information by diversifying its collection techniques (Berg 2009). In this way, these
ethnographic techniques helped the researcher to capture experiential data of community
organizers, as staff members, of migrant shelters while serving migrants in transit despite the
constraints of extraterritorial US immigration enforcement practices adopted by Mexican
authorities.
Drawing on nine virtual interviews (Seidman 2012), the central idea of this study is to
document the experiences of participants as community organizers. By using a convenience
purposive sample approach (Lofland, Snow, Anderson, and H. Lofland 2006), participants were
selected from staff members of migrant shelters located along the states of Puebla, Tlaxcala,
Hidalgo, Veracruz, Coahuila, and Sinaloa. To establish contact with participants (Seidman
2012), as an alumnus of a Jesuit University, Universidad Iberoamericana Puebla, I reached on
the networks of the Jesuits and church-sponsored shelters for recruitment purposes. Of the nine
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selected participants, 5 identify as female and 4 as male. All women are Catholic, and two of
them belong to a nun congregation. Of the men, three are Catholic priests.
To grasp on a deeper level the meaning of participants’ experiences, I used an open-ended
questionnaire to organize the interviews. The time frame of the interviews was up about 50
minutes long. Interviews were conducted in Spanish, recorded using digital devices (Bailey
2018), and transcribed and translated by myself. Because the options to conduct presential
interviews were and still are limited due to the Covid-19 pandemic, I used zoom as the main
virtual venue. Since data collection efforts in this study are directed under the guidance of The
Southern Latina/Latino and Migrant Voices Project (SLMVP), I followed its IRB protocol,
including confidentiality requirements, the use of pseudonyms, and consent forms. Finally, data
collected from the interviews were analyzed, in conjunction with the theory, first with an opencoding approach, then using a more focused coding technique by creating codes and categories
(Bailey 2018).
Because of the diversification of migration routes along Mexican migration corridors, the
cities located along the cargo train stations of “La Bestia” have become an in-transit space for
undocumented migrants from Central America, and thus, the ideal setting for this research, such
as the cities of Puebla; Apizaco, in Tlaxcala; Tierra Blanca in Veracruz; Torreón in Coahuila;
Mazatlán in Sinaloa; and Atotonilco de Tula in Hidalgo. In these relatively new locations for
undocumented immigration, migrants can found migrant shelters and humanitarian aid
organizations providing temporary housing, medical care, and legal assistance (Olayo-Méndez et
al. 2014)
To supplement interviews, the study drew on the naturalistic inquiry method (Bailey
2018). This technique employs an unobtrusive observational technique to capture the complexity
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of the experiences of community organizers while providing the context in which they serve
migrants in transit. This natural model of inquiry does not distract participants from their daily
routines, which was very appropriate due to the current situation of the pandemic. As outlined by
Bailey (2018), to get a holistic view of the research, multiple spaces within the settings need to
be studied. Thus, places such as migrant shelters, the train tracks of “La Bestia”, and the
surroundings were observed and examined. In these spaces, I brought a camera (Cabañes 2017),
that helped to capture visual information in the form of photography.
Photo documentation, as Gold (2004) states, is the product of human action and can
contribute to research on immigration. Moreover, photographs can help in the process of
humanizing the portrayal of migrants. Arredondo and Bustamante (2019) suggest that a
photography approach is useful for conducting initial observations and re-visiting the research
area with a better understanding of the setting landscape. In addition to interviews and
naturalistic observation, photo documentation helped to capture a better picture of how
community organizers engage in their everyday live context while serving migrants in transit.
Lastly, in terms of positionality, as a Mexican lawyer, the importance of this research
transcends the academic realm. Because I volunteered for a Human Rights Institution that helps
Central American migrants, I have witnessed the difficulties migrants experience while in-transit
through Mexico. These justice experiences made me realize that not only are migrants invisible
to politicians, policy-makers, and society in general, but also the work accomplished by civil
organizations tends to be ignored.
Locating Migration Violence
According to Observatorio COLEF and México sin Fronteras (2018), undocumented migrants
move across the Mexican territory through six routes —i.e., Central Route (Tierra Blanca-
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Querétaro), Southeast Route (Tenosique- Tierra Blanca), Southwest Route (Tapachula- Tierra
Blanca), Northeast Route (Querétaro- Ciudad Acuña), Northwest Route (Querétaro- Tijuana),
and North Route (Quéretaro- Ciudad Juárez). Central American migrants (and many others)
make decisions about these routes taking into consideration the starting point, the state where
they will cross the border, and the in-transit time. However, as data collected from this study
reveal, the most violent route is also the shortest one. Migrants must decide between arriving
earlier through less guarded and most dangerous routes. Otherwise, the trip may yet take longer
through safer routes.
Given the context of the geographical regions used mostly by Central Americans on the
move, this study collected data from nine participants working as staff members in migrant
shelters located along three critical migrant routes. At the Central Route, Priest Elías, from
Albergue La Sagrada Familia in Tlaxcala; Ingrid and Rossana, from Albergue de la Parroquía de
los Desamparados in Puebla; Priest Conrado, who colaborates in a migrant shelter in Hidalgo;
Priest Gustavo from Albergue de la Asunción in Puebla; Laura, from Casa del Migrante el
Samaritano in Atotonilco de Tula, Hidalgo; and Ma. Dolores from Decanal Guadalupano in
Tierra Blanca, Veracruz agreed to share their experiences as staff members while serving
migrants in-transit. In addition, from the Northeast Route Lorenzo, a volunteer in the Comedor
Albergue de San Francisco de Asis in Mazatlán, Sinaloa; and Ma. Concepción (Conchis),
another volunteer in the Centro de Día para Migrantes Jesús Torres Fraile in Torreón, Coahuila
along the North Route, provided critical insights about serving migrant shelters as volunteer
staff.
Data from this study found that migrant shelters are located along the routes Central
Americans use because even when migrants know how dangerous they are, the violence through
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their journey in Mexico is considered minor and "temporary" compared to the one they live in
their place of origin, which according to Nájera (2016) seems to be permanent. The paper also
documented how participants, in this case, Ma. Dolores and Rossana observed how migrants
embrace the well-established idea that in the United States everything will be better and violence
will be over. This is what gives migrants the strength and hope to continue. In the context of this
violence, it is worth to say that it does not only affects migrants in transit but also those who help
them along their journey. I refer to staff members and volunteers who work tirelessly in migrant
shelters and non-governmental organizations defending migrants’ rights.
As a growing body of literature shows (Nájera 2016; CIDH, 2013), and the interviewees
attest, migration routes converge with areas controlled by drug trafficking cartels and the
organized crime. The presence of the Cartel Jalisco Nueva Generación and Zetas, along with
huachicoleros—fuel thieves considered a new form of organized crime--(Jones and Sullivan
2019), makes the work of staff and volunteers more difficult and vulnerable. Under this social
environment, Priest Gustavo—who recently died from cancer—expressed more concern about
the danger of navigating the aforementioned routes and the numerous difficulties migrants face
along the journey than the risks of getting (and dying by) COVID 19.
[I am not] not afraid of Covid-19, as migrants claim: “there is a 10% risk of dying of
Covid-19, and 80% of organized crime”. It is easier to die from violence in the country
than dying from Covid-19.
Many others, like Laura, had to leave the country for years due to threats coming from the
organized crime, “due to concerns in the shelter…my congregation asked me to leave to
safeguard because there was a very, very tense moment due to some criminal gangs’ infight.”
Human trafficking concerning sexual and forced labor, as well as organ trafficking,
appear to be other forms of violence migrants experience. Priest Gustavo, for instance, says that
since he knows very well all the municipalities of Puebla, he is able to grasp the social problems
12

each city faces. One of the problems he has come across is human trafficking for sexual
purposes, as he explains:
you have a real version of what is happening in each community…Puebla and Tlaxcala
have the highest index of human trafficking for sexual exploitation…in the caravans we
found how [some people] take advantage of these movements and how the same
organizers of the caravans were [also] human and/or drug traffickers.
According to the CNDH (2019), Puebla, Tlaxcala, Mexico City, and Chiapas are among the
states with higher numbers of identified victims of sexual exploitation by the Attorney General's
Office.
Laura, another shelter’s staff member, also recalls two very difficult experiences about
issues of sex work and organ trafficking. In the former, many migrants have approached Laura
asking her opinion about the truthfulness of offers regarding sex work. The positive and negative
consequences of engaging in this activity. In the latter, quite strikingly she had to deal with an
individual asking her to make a deal with a migrant willing to sell a kidney in exchange for a
good amount of money. Still, Laura believes that human trafficking takes place because,
There is a lot of corruption in some authorities, abuse of power, and mistreatment…The
National Guard and the Police are worse than migration (INM), right? Migrants
experience a lot of violence, persecution, assaults, and sexual violence from the
authorities.
Given the understanding that staff members and volunteers constantly listen to the testimonial
experiences of migrants in-transit, it can be inferred that the position of staff in migrant shelters
is one of vulnerability and working in constant danger. To illustrate this point, Priest Gustavo
shared how his responsibility is to take care not only of the reputation of the shelter, but also of
the staff and migrants even when politicians do not agree,
there were difficult moments, [particularly] the repression of Mario Marín and Moreno
Valle (former governors of Puebla)…REPRESSION. They beat us, they mistreated us, in
particular Ardelio Vargas [former INM Director during the Peña Nieto
Administration]…and Facundo Rosas [former Policia Federal], because I denounced
them as murderers. They went against the Albergue de la Asunción, but we had the
13

support of human rights networks, the academy, and the Secretary of Government—
Osorio Chong.
Priest Gustavo argues that government repression, organized crime, and delinquency are the
greatest difficulties they have faced as volunteers in migrant shelters. Sometimes in open and
frank conversations with the government, Priest Gustavo asks for “security for migrants, for
those who support us, for the media, but also security for the neighborhood.”
In other places where all staff and volunteers are women and the majority of migrants
they serve are men, safety and security issues can be even more complicated. In the shelter where
Laura works,
security is one of the greatest difficulties [we face] because we know that we are women.
But we have overcome many things [in the past] and we are still standing up to face…but
we [know] that we need to take care of ourselves because…we are vulnerable.
Just to be clear, the shelter staff is not afraid of migrants. They are afraid of coyotes pretending to
be migrants. As Laura states, “this is an issue of security because we feel that these people watch
us to give information to the organize crime.” Ironically, the participation of civil agents such as
coyotes allows organized crime to manage migration mobility, as well as to perpetuate violence
against both migrants and shelters staff.
Between Migration Policy and Enforcement
Ma. Dolores, from Decanal Guadalupano in Tierra Blanca, Veracruz, shared the extent migration
enforcement affects migrants crossing the Mexican southern border. Along multiple migration
routes, migration checkpoints operate under terrible social conditions. Within the context of the
Covid-19 pandemic, the INM (Instituto Nacional de Migración) does not remove immediately
migrants. Ma. Dolores said that after a brief period of detention, the INM releases migrants
giving them an “exit permit”. While this means that they can leave the country, in reality, many
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migrants will try to reach the US-Mexican border. According to Ma. Dolores, in this particular
presidential term, migration policies do not seem to be consistent,
it seems like authorities are playing ping-pong…the enforcement agents [police, Guardia
Nacional] chase them [migrants] making them lose their backpacks, clothes, personal
things, sometimes even their documents…they complain about the National Guard above
all, claiming they steal their identification papers, leaving them in a more vulnerable
position.
Organizations in defense of migrants underscore the increasing risk of human mobility as the
result of interdiction as a migration control approach. Priest Gustavo believes that Andrés
Manuel López Obrador started his government with a welcoming speech for migrants, however,
in the last years or so the United States has exerted pressure to contain migration from the
southern border. The rationale behind this, according to Priest Gustavo, is that “when the United
States threatened to implement tariffs, they [Mexico] had to put pressure on the southern border
to control migration flows.” The Priest thinks that these new migration approaches have left
migrants more vulnerable than in Peña Nieto’s administration. Laura, from Casa del Migrante el
Samaritano in Atotonilco de Tula, Hidalgo, adds context to this debate,
It is out of the hands of the government, the southern border is saturated…it’s also wellknown that the President here in Mexico changed vaccines for migrants…The deal
was: “You give me vaccines, I give you migrants.” There is always a benefit behind an
agreement…in the end, migrants have been a bargaining chip.
Note, however, that this ambiguous approach by the Mexican government to implement
migration policy adds many additional layers of strain on shelters’ staff. After the election of
Biden as President of the US, Laura thinks that migrants will feel motivated to move again,
since the new government began, many people believed that the doors were going to open
and they were going to say "come all over." We know that it is not like that! But for many
people, that is their mentality, that is their idea…many children are now passing through
the country, most people bring children and, there are many, many adolescents,
unaccompanied children from 12 to 15.
Many shelters will be overwhelmed to assist the new migration flows of Central American
unaccompanied children, adolescents, and families. In a UNICEF (2021) report, Jean Gough, the
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UNICEF Regional Director for Latin America and the Caribbean, assures that the number of
migrant children and adolescents detained in Mexico has increased considerably since the
beginning of 2021, from 380 to almost 3,500.
Priest Elías adds that the reason behind these numbers is the implementation of a new law
that establishes that children and adolescents cannot stay in the facilities of the National Institute
of Migration and they should be sent to DIF (National System for Integral Family Development).
However, Priest Elías has witnessed that this system (DIF) is not prepared to receive children
migrants (at least in Tlaxcala). DIF does not have enough space in their facilities nor have they
received more resources to be able to serve migrants. As a result, on several occasions, migrant
children have escaped from the DIF. This relatively new situation, however, leaves shelters’ staff
facing new challenges, particularly with local law enforcement.
According to Conchis, whereas municipal police officers do not have the authority to
check migration status, their abusive tactics place a unique strain on migrants’ and shelters’ staff
well-being. Because this is a clearly abusive practice, Conchis says that is one of many reasons
staff members of migrant shelters intervene between migrants and police officers when they see
human rights violations and migration law abuses
When Municipal Police want to take them away [migrants], we have to intervene… well
at the beginning I just saw, I was not very aware of what I could or could not do about
human rights and all that, but the administrator of the shelter has more experience, he
goes out and sees what is happening, that is how I learned how to argue in migrants'
defense.
To provide a visual context, in figure 1 below, we can see municipal police from the state of
Tlaxcala guarding the entrance of La Sagrada Familia shelter and the door that allows access
from the train tracks to the shelter. This door was installed by the neighbors in the area to control
migrants’ mobility. Note that this is a public space, which in practice should be freely accessible.
Still, all these physical barriers make the work of volunteers more difficult for serving migrants.
16

Figure 1. Entrance of “La Sagrada Familia” shelter in Apizaco
What is striking is that Mexico does not recognize the vulnerability of migrants. Migrants are
abused along their journey for their lack of rights and their forced mobility. Rossana, from
Albergue de la Parroquía de los Desamparados in Puebla, makes the case for human rights
accountability so migrants' situation can be improved. As Priest Conrado adds, the in transit
migration in Mexico should not be treated as a national security issue, rather as a human rights
issue. In this way, human rights should be observed not just by authorities but also by the civil
society.
Migrants on the Move
As to the means of transportation along migration routes, La Bestia—a train—is preferred by
some migrants. Others opt for dirt roads to avoid checkpoints, and many others use the bus
system (Rodríguez et al. 2011). In figure 2 below, we can see the railway that constitutes the
main road between Mexico City and Veracruz passing through the city of Apizaco, in the state of
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Tlaxcala. This is the place where the migrant shelter Albergue la Sagrada Familia assists
migrants moving by train. Along the railway, Ferrosur (train company) has built deadly tall and
thick concrete bars (in white and yellow). The purpose of these bars is to discourage migrants
from getting off the train forcing them to stay on it. As the speed of the train increases, hitting
one of these concrete bars can result in a major injury or even death.
Since the construction of these bars back in 2010, Priest Elías claims that more than 30
migrants have hit them and many others have suffered serious injuries and amputations. Still, as
of today, the legal staff of La Sagrada Familia shelter makes use of legal actions for the removal
of these concrete fences placed in Apizaco while volunteers provide urgent medical care for
migrants.

Figure 2. Railroad, Apizaco Tlaxcala, 2021.
Another shelter, where Laura volunteers in Atotonilco de Tula, is located 100 meters away from
the railroad. Laura had to get used to the constant noise of the train, especially at night when it
becomes frightening. However, this has changed in the last few years as private security has been
implemented by Ferromex (the private rail consortium that operates the largest railway in
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Mexico). In the most guarded areas, private security protects company property from migrants
who want to get on the train forcing them to walk or use public transportation.
In figure 3 below, we can see how the train stops so it can be checked by private security
people. At the top of the photograph, we can observe a system of cameras. On top of the train, a
private security officer makes sure that no one gets on the train. Finally, in the right corner of the
picture, we can see a private security vehicle.

Figure 3. Railroad, Apizaco Tlaxcala, 2021.
Despite all this violence and authority abuses migrants experience throughout the Mexican
territory, there are also waiting territories placed usually along migrant shelters. In these
locations, migrants can rest, eat, wash up, communicate with their family members, establish
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social networks, and ask for medical or legal assistance, if needed. These waiting territories or
support areas exist mainly thanks to civil, religious, and organizations empathic with the
vulnerable situations migrants face (Nájera, 2016).
As research shows, social support helps to reduce the psychological impact of stressful
events—i.e., living the experiences of undocumented migration (Kaplan et al. 1977). LemusWay and Johansson (2019) assert that social support can reduce the risks of hunger or sickness
(both physical and mental) of migrants. In this way, the role of migrant shelters is of vital
importance for migrants' well-being. According to Priest Elías, from La Sagrada Familia shelter
in Tlaxcala, the motto is that shelters should be an where migrants are treated with dignity,
respect, and humanity, as well as a place where they find spiritual help.
Given the understanding that many migrant shelters in Mexico are run by the Catholic
Church (Muedano 2017), Conchis, from the Centro de Día para Migrantes Jesús Torres Fraile in
Torreón, Coahuila, adds that a Jesuit Priest and a religious nun not only provide spiritual
companion to migrants, but also to all volunteers serving people in a very stressful social
environment. In fact, spiritual growth is one of the reasons that motivated Conchis to start this
work of assistance for migrants,
they always tell us that spiritual growth should be accompanied by life, right? That you
should apply to your life what you learn and to service... I started going as disciple once a
month and well, I liked it and I started going more often and, I felt that I could give
something more and maybe the Priest in charge saw something on me and invited me to
serve migrants.
Prior research shows that religion acts as a coping mechanism in difficult situations (Pargament
et al. 1990; Barral-Arellano 2009; McRae, 1984). Lemus-Way et al. (2019) also observed that
the help that migrants received from migrants shelters in terms of social support during the
migration journey fosters both the physical and mental well-being of migrants. In this way,
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Conchis, Laura, and Priest Elías openly share that their faith, as well as spiritual and religious
beliefs, help them to continue assisting migrants despite the difficulties that this activity
encompasses.
Note that every shelter in this study has a Catholic foundation, even when not all
volunteers profess this religion. The Catholic Church in Mexico is vital to serve migrants in
transit. In fact, Menjívar (2001) states the church occupies an important place in the lives of
immigrants in the United States since they serve the needs of newcomers. Moreover, the church
is one of the most supportive and welcoming institutions, in specific for those in difficult
circumstances.
Father Elías explained to us that the work of the Catholic Church has three fundamental
areas: evangelization, liturgy, and the application of the word of God in the Pastoral Social.
Because the Pastoral Social has created the Dimension of Human Mobility, this Pastoral’s work
is fundamental in providing aid to migrants. The Pastoral Dimension of Human Mobility in
Mexico has brought together more than 150 organizations working together for migrants as
shelters. Some of them are dedicated to advocacy, as the Jesuit Migrant Service (Paris 2017),
where Priest Conrado works.
Data from this study shows that the staff work in a migrant shelter is complicated, with a
wide array of nuances. Shelters, in collaboration with authorities, non-governmental
organizations, and other Churches, help to organize help for migrants, especially when it comes
to caravans. Staff documents migration routes, names, and nationalities of migrants in transit.
They also seek medical help (mostly pro bono) either from the public or private practices for
tired and oftentimes injured migrants. In the spiritual realm, they provide spiritual help and more
importantly—dedicate time to listen migrants’ stories (they do want to be heard). To be able to
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keep assisting migrants, volunteers diversify revenue sources. For instance, some of the shelters
like Centro de Día para Migrantes Jesús Torres Fraile in Torreón even have bazaars to be able to
provide food and clothes to migrants. As for the most pressing challenges, Laura comments that
assisting migrants during Covid-19 has been very difficult,
It is like finding yourself between death and life…There are many infections. For
example, we know that four coordinators of migrants shelters have died of Covid-19. [It
happened] precisely because of their commitment and work with this migrant population.
Still, Laura keeps assisting migrants because of what she has witnessed, a bleak outlook for
migrants. Laura also points out that the staff makes good faith efforts to honor the name of the
shelter "the Samaritan." This is because in the bible Samaritan means “saw and felt sorry for.”
Laura truly believes that her actions must reflect a “gesture of humanity and solidarity.” “I would
do the same,” if I had to live the migrant’s reality.
Conclusion
Previous literature has focused on extraterritorial border control practices associated with the
European Union (EU) (Casas-Cortes, Cobarrubias, and Pickles 2014), such as the Italian and
Libyan arrangements (Üstübici and Içduygu 2018). Still, the US-Mexico context remained
mostly overlooked (Olayo- Méndez 2017). Hence, data collected for this study provided
empirical research contextual to the realities of staff members serving migrants in transit at
shelters located along the Central, Northeast, and North routes of Mexico. In addition, it
portrayed the importance that the Catholic Church occupies for migrants in transit along the
Mexican routes and how Catholic migrant shelters have responded to migration enforcement
implemented by Mexican authorities as a proxy of the U.S.
This paper also helped us to grasp the reality shelters’ staff live as volunteers, as well as
their understanding of the complexities of migrant enforcement in Mexico. It demonstrated how
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these complexities vary from shelter to shelter considering their location and the different
nuances each particular place presents. In this context, the current study also contributes to the
study of the externalization of the Mexican Southern Border, and the extent to which this
funneling of US migration enforcement practices towards Mexican authorities affects not only
migrant lives but the ways shelters serve migrants in transit.
The externalization of migration control policies can be seen as volunteers deal with noncompetent authorities who act according to migration policies as the closure of the Southern
Border and not to Mexican migration law (Olayo-Méndez 2017). As Olayo-Mendez (2017)
asserts, the Mexican government has placed a human rights discourse approach to control
migration yet, the enforcement of migration policies has been the opposite.
In the context of Covid-19, this study advances the awareness of the difficulties that this
pandemic brought to volunteers since shelters have an “open door” policy (Olayo-Méndez 2017),
and as they are in contact with those who can take the appropriate measures to avoid the Covid19 spread. Note that for instance, these difficulties ended up in the death of shelter coordinators.
Further, data collected from this study showed that there is an extraterritorial agreement of
exchange of vaccines for migrants which be seen as another policy of extraterritorial control
policy.
Research limitations in this study are mostly due to the Covid-19 pandemic, denying
access to migrant shelters. Besides, many volunteers could not participate as they were
overwhelmed with the amount of work that Covid-19 has left shelters with. Other shelters had to
close since March 2020, leaving them without volunteers and recent information regarding in
transit migration Mexico. Finally, shelters located in the Southeast Route, Southwest Route,
Northwest Route were not examined in this study. It can be anticipated that future research will
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address the difficulties that migrant shelters face in other regions in Mexico and how they adapt
to extraterritorial policies. Also, the difficulties they will face when the Covid- 19 pandemic is
over. Moreover, how shelters without a religious foundation manage to provide spiritual help to
migrants.
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